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Abstract 
 
This paper argues that both research and policy debates on urban social 
marginalisation have largely neglected important restructuring trends in a range of 
essential private services: food retailing, energy, telephony and personal financial 
services. Using the case of the U.K., and a particular case study of  the Benwell  area 
in Newcastle, it is argued that parallel restructuring trends in these services are having 
compound exclusionary effects in places of concentrated social exclusion. A model of 
such compound exclusion effects is presented and  ethnographic evidence  is 
presented from residents of Benwell,  to explore how the effects of marginalisation 
from financial services, food retailing, energy and telephony interact in place. The 
paper finishes by exploring the implications of restructuring in private consumer 
services for urban social theory, for debates about urban marginalisation, and for 
policies which are attempting to address such marginalisation. 
 
Introduction: Restructuring in Private Consumer  
Services and 'Advanced Marginality'  
 
 De-industrialised neighbourhoods of deepening  social  and economic 
marginalisation  have emerged as  familiar places within many large and medium 
sized Western cities in the past two decades or so (Douglas Massey 1996; Mingione, 
1996).  Loïc Wacquant (1996) terms  the condition of such zones and spaces one of 
"advanced marginality". To him, "the resurgence of extreme poverty and destitution, 
ethnoracial divisions (linked to the colonial past) and public violence, and their 
accumulation in the same distressed urban areas, suggest that the metropolis is the site 
and fount of novel forms of exclusionary social closure in advanced societies" ( !996; 
121). 
 
In this paper we address the restructuring of what we call essential private services, in 
sustaining advanced marginality. By 'essential private services' we mean services 
such as basic financial services (a bank account and basic credit), access to essential  
food retailers, and (in nations like the UK where utilities and telecommunications 
have been privatised) energy services like gas and electricity and basic 
telecommunications services like the telephone. As  a 'package', we would argue, 
such services can now be considered  essential to sustaining any meaningful degree of 
economic and social participation in contemporary western societies.  
 
In the utility sector, domestic energy, telephone, and water services are now generally 
considered to be basic pre-requisites for  a 'normal' daily life : for heating and 
cooking, cleaning and washing,  keeping in touch with friends and family, and 
accessing labour markets and public and private services. In the financial services 
sector, most consumers now take access to a bank account and some form of credit 
for granted, as essential supports for personal financial management, accessing 
services, and undertaking transactions. As electronic financial transactions become 
the norm, those who can only deal in physical cash risk further marginalisation. In the 
essential retailing sector, access to essential food retailers, within a reasonable 
distance, cost or time, strongly conditions opportunities for obtaining a satisfactory 
range of foodstuffs at reasonable prices - a basic pre-requisite for a healthy diet.  
What is more, the effects of exclusion and marginalisation from these services will 
interact in complex ways  in place, particularly as societal expectations develop that 
all consumers have telephones, bank accounts and the means to take advantage of  
new restructuring trends. 
 
Our aim in this paper is to explore what it means for marginalised neighbourhoods, 
and the people who live within them, to face cross-cutting and systematic 
marginalisation from this range of essential private services. Such services tend to be 
largely ignored by research on urban social exclusion. On the isolated occasions when 
they are addressed,  they tend to be treated in isolation from each other. In achieving 
our aim, we want to help push private consumer services more fully into debates 
about the processes and practices of social marginalisation, and urban policy debates 
about tackling marginalisation.   
 
In writing this paper, we take three starting points. The first  draws on recent debates 
in social theory. The second derives from recent place-based debates on 
marginalisation. And the third  starts from more sectoral social policy-oriented 
research on the consumption impacts of restructuring in private services. 
 
Relational Concepts of Social Marginalisation 
 
First, there is growing recognition within social theory of the networked nature of 
marginality and exclusion (Lash and Urry, 1994; Castells 1996; Thrift, 1995). 
Unfortunately, however, there has, thus far, been a lack of empirical studies of the 
'network ghettos' (Thrift, 1995) that result from the systematic exclusion of urban 
neighbourhoods from wider relational connections.  
 
Much research on combating social exclusion stresses the wider relational networks 
across which institutions are working to combat social exclusion, but seldom 
addresses the 'excluded' themselves in the context of relational networks.  Rather, 
such people are implicitly seen to be somehow contained within the territorial 
boundaries of disadvantaged places.  However, more and more, in contemporary 
society, life is conducted outside of bounded spaces, within and through networks of 
mediated relationships - social, economic, and technological.  We are now beginning 
to recognise that for the 'excluded', it is lack of access to those networks and 
relationships which causes many problems. Some are beginning to question the 
degree to which place-based politics and policies can secure acceptable levels of 
social and economic well-being (Amin & Thrift 1995). 
 
Recognising these shifts, social theorists and policy makers alike are attempting to 
address the linkages between networked concepts of private service accessibility and 
restructuring and social exclusion (Lash and Urry, 1994). In particular, there is 
widespread agreement that forces of globalisation and the widespread applications of 
networked communications technologies logically suggest that social exclusion will 
increasingly  bound up with networked  or relational  forms of poverty (Demos, 
1997). That is, exclusion is now as likely to be sustained through  the inability to use 
(or have used on one's behalf), a whole raft of communications and IT networks to 
extend one's action in time and space  -- to access services, knowledge, advice, 
support, skills, finance, goods etc. -- as through the simple separation of marginalised 
groups within spatial 'containers,' which are obviously separated or distanced in some 
way from the social and spatial fabric of cities (Adams, 1996; Doreen Massey, 1992).    
 
Dynamic, 'networked' notions which embrace the multilayered superimposition of  
spaces and times within and between  cities are therefore much more useful to 
supporting theorisations of service exclusion than traditional concepts which 
emphasises places as bounded 'containers' (Graham and Healey, 1998). Thus, for 
example,  Manuel Castells (1996) asserts that in  the emerging global Network Society 
new communications technologies are allowing the construction of a single 
socioeconomy integrating  the 'valued' spaces and social groups in all cities across the 
planet. Thus, what he calls the "architecture and geometry of the global economy" 
(145) is "polarised among an axis of opposition between productive, information-rich, 
affluent areas, economically devalued and socially excluded". But "these different 
positions do not coincide with countries. They are organized in networks and flows, 
using the technological infrastructure of the informational economy" (147^, original 
emphasis).   
 
The highly valued and intensely networked  spaces and the disconnected, non-valued 
spaces, come together, cheek by jowel, within the landscapes of cities.  Even in the 
World city-regions of the dominant economic regions, though, there are what he calls 
'fourth world' or 'black hole' areas where extreme poverty and non-valued social 
groups have become highly  concentrated, driven by varying degrees of wage 
polarization, economic change, and welfare restructuring (Castells, 1997; 81). What 
we lack, though, are detailed case studies to back up the theory which highlight the 
ways in which exclusion in  essential networked services such as telecommunications, 
energy, financial services and food retailing interact to sustain the networked 
ghettoisation of certain places and people. Instead, attention still tends to centre on 
the social geographic impacts of 'deregulation' in traditional foci of urban research 
such as public and social housing (e.g Forrest and Kennett, 1998). 
 
The Neglect of Private Consumer Services in Debates on  
Urban Marginality.  
 
Our second starting point is the general neglect of private consumer services in recent 
place-based debates on the detailed  processes that sustain urban marginality. Recent 
research has done much to reveal the social and economic processes that are 
supporting Wacquant's (1996) "exclusionary social closure". Many factors have been 
identified : techno-economic change and resulting high levels of persistent 
unemployment ; the restructuring, even dismantling of Keynesian welfare and health 
services ;  the changes in the physical form of cities ; and the systematic social, ethnic 
or racial exclusions surrounding post colonialism and globalisation, to name but a few 
(Meert et al, 1997; Mingione, 1996).   
 
Urban research on 'social exclusion'  is rapidly moving beyond macro level debates 
about economy, unemployment and globalisation (Brown & Crompton 1994; Morris 
1995; Levitas 1996). A more nuanced strand of research has emerged centring  on the 
local level experience of poverty, social exclusion and polarisation.  Seeking to 
understand the links between neighbourhood  change and social exclusion, this view 
has generated  fine-grain studies of the way every day life is experienced and 
conducted in disadvantaged neighbourhoods (Wood et al 1995).   
 
But debates on social exclusion and experiences of marginalisation have tended to 
neglect the private consumer services that are our focus in this paper (Meert et al, 
1997). Literature on the places of marginality has not treated private consumer 
services with the same interest as inequalities in welfare services, education and 
health, and wider structural shifts in housing and labour markets (Pinch, 1997).  
 
Sector-Specific Research on Service Restructuring 
 
Our third starting point is that this neglect is problematic.. This is because there is 
clear emerging evidence that the financial services, food retailing, 
telecommunications and utilities sectors are undergoing rapid economic and 
technological restructuring. Similar broad patterns of change can be observed across 
them, all of which seem deeply problematic from the point of view of the social and 
economic potential of marginalised urban neighbourhoods. In all these sectors 
competition is focusing on higher value-added ends of markets ; geodemographics 
and credit scoring are being used to starkly differentiate consumers according to 
market potential ; and branches and services in marginalised spaces are being rapidly 
undermined.  
 
Specialised, sector-specific social policy oriented literatures have started to trace the 
parallel restructuring processes within such sectors, as they re-engineer themselves 
for maximum profitability in increasingly internationalised business contexts 
(Graham and Marvin, 1998; Guy et al, 1996). In all sectors restructuring is leading to 
an increasingly problematic position for marginalised groups living in poverty as both 
branch networks (for food shops and banks), competition patterns (in energy and 
telecoms) and access criteria (in all) are geared towards targeting the most profitable 
people and places (Graham and Marvin, 1994). 
 
But, as we shall see in detail in the next section of this paper, these literatures remain 
largely separate and sector-specific, addressing exclusion and inequalities in 
telephony (e.g. Milne, 1991), financial services (e.g.Leyshon Thrift, 1995), food 
retailing (e.g. Bromley and Thomas, 1993) or utilities (e.g. NCC, 1995) as closed, 
isolated subjects. These literatures have also largely failed to explore what it means 
for particular places to face systematic exclusion, adopting foci on individualised 
households and consumers. 
 
Together,  our three points mean that we know little about what it might mean for 
marginalised areas and groups to be systematically excluded  from a whole range of  
essential private services: food retailing, energy, telephony, and financial services and 
how these processes of exclusion interact in place.  This is important because the 
effects of exclusion from these services on individuals and households are unlikely 
tom operate in isolation from each other. It seems more likely that they will work in a 
compound way, as similar restructuring trends across service sectors  work to 
marginalise least profitable or most costly places and people from service provision 
geographies. Not having a  phone, for example, will limit the degree to which one can 
access phone banking and utility 'helpline' services. Not having a bank account will 
prevent you from getting discounts from utility forms for paying by direct debit. And 
survival strategies and coping mechanisms through which marginalised users address 
the impacts of service sector restructuring are likely to both be focused on a range of 
interconnected services and strongly place-based in orientations.  
 
This paper thus seeks to explore how marginalised urban neighbourhoods experience 
the parallel restructuring trends in the British food retailing, personal financial 
services, and utilities sectors. It tries to bring together sectoral debates about social 
exclusion  within the food retailing, utilities and financial services sectors with the 
debates in the urban literature about networked forms of social marginalisation in 
specific places.  
 
The paper does this in three parts. First, we look in more detail at restructuring trends 
in essential private services and their implications for marginalised urban 
neighbourhoods. Second, we develop a new approach which attempts to understand 
how compound service-sector marginalisation is being experienced across sectors in 
specific places. Here we draw on recent ethnographic research in Benwell, Newcastle, 
on the social experiences of compound service exclusion. Finally, the paper explores 
how restructuring trends might operate in parallel, as compound systems of vicious 
and virtuous circles, to exasperate existing trends towards social polarisation in urban 
Britain. 
 
Social Marginality and Restructuring in Essential 
Private Consumer Services: Sector-Specific Trends  
 
The need for 'networked' concepts of social inclusion/exclusion which can capture the 
compound effects of multi-sectoral exclusion becomes especially apparent when one 
considers the similar restructuring practices now emerging across different private 
consumer service sectors. Within the food retailing, utilities and financial services 
industries in the UK, there is growing evidence that the large  firms which dominate 
the delivery of such essential services in  British cities, are currently undertaking 
large-scale, and extremely rapid,  organisational restructuring.  The evidence here 
suggests that such restructuring is leading to increasingly differential treatment of 
both geographical areas and social groups within cities. This tends to exacerbate the 
levels of disadvantage amongst more marginalised groups and communities, whilst 
increasing the relative advantages of other, more affluent, groups and areas.   
 
Utility sectors like telecommunications, electricity and gas have been privatised, with 
numerous firms now batting it out foe lucrative and profitable customers using direct 
marketing, credit registers, and geodemographic targeting techniques long adopted by 
food retailing and financial services. All sectors are now driven by the need to tempt 
in and retain high margin loyal customers from targeted social and geographical 
spaces, whilst easing out of non-profitable service commitments. Increasingly, 
telephone call centres and IT-mediated services are the mechanisms for sustaining 
contact and service transactions, complementing traditional physical networks of 
service outlets distributed across cities and regions. Those without phones tend to 
face marginalisation from the growing universe of tele-mediated services as well as 
the worst impacts of physical branch restructuring (Graham and Marvin, 1996). The 
motif of business practice across all these sectors is diversification: developing mass-
customised services for profitable market segments whilst reducing commitments to 
non profitable groups and spaces. As a  result, all are using loyalty cards, telesales 
services, and even Internet-based consumption to boost service quality for those  
groups that are the focus of competition.  
 
All firms in these sectors, mean while, are trying to 'sweat their assets', by, in the case 
of food retailing and banking, continually restructuring  their branch networks, and in 
the case of utilities, using computerised mapping systems to carefully target 
infrastructural investment and premium markets.  And all are increasingly open to 
international flows of capital, technology, and innovation, as internationalisation 
brings strategic alliances, mergers and joint ventures to previously often separated 
national industries (with the result of consolidation and varying degrees of  
oligoplisation). Finally, there is increasing diversification between the sectors, as 
retailers launch consumer financial services, utility services, banks experiment with 
new card and electronic cash systems, and utilities diversify into each others sectors 
offering 'bundled' services at discounts for targeted consumers.  
 
Clearly, we need to consider how networked forms of private service delivery, and 
exclusion, are bound up with the changing socio- spatial fabric of urban life. We must 
also explore how new technologies are  being woven into new practices of targeting 
and mediating access to essential private services such as energy, telephony and 
private financial services, not as 'neutral' artefacts but as systematically biased 
supports for wider restructuring processes.   
 
The Privatisation of Utilities: Tariff Changes, Pre-Payment Metering and Uneven 
Competition 
 
Since the 1980s, all the major British utilities have been privatised and have 
transformed  themselves from public monopolies to profit-driven, public limited 
companies, competing in increasingly competitive, and international markets.  
National universal service obligations (or 'USOs'), built up as part of the Keynesian 
welfare state to guarantee standardised services irrespective of the location or wealth 
of the consumer, have given way to contested, private markets. Gas market 
competition is now fully 'rolled out' across the UK ; electricity competition is nearing 
completion. 
 
What is emerging are complex patchworks of uneven competition based on the 
'splintering' of previously monopolistic utility grids (Guy et al, 1996). On the one 
hand, more affluent consumers are starting to enjoy the benefits of competition in 
telecommunications, energy, and even water services. For such users, service charges 
and tariffs are often falling and discounts are possible for payment by direct debit in 
energy services for those with bank accounts.   
 
On the other hand,  more marginal consumers, who are unprofitable to serve, tend to 
remain linked to the incumbent monopolies still required to deliver the rudiments of 
universal service.  Marginal consumers have been shown to be largely ignored by 
new competitive entrants in early experience of gas competition (Houghton et al, 
1997). To reduce the costs associated with bad debt and dealing with poor, 'high risk' 
customers, utility companies with universal service obligations are now implementing 
pre-payment, or 'token' metering systems, which are 'topped up' by users and 'spent' 
electronically (Drakeford, 1995, 1997).    By 1992 there were 2.3 million electricity 
pre-payment meters and 780,000 gas pre-payment meters in use in Britain (Kempson, 
1997) 
 
Not all those using such meters experience difficulties.  Such meters are also not 
without their benefits for some customers, who prefer them as a means of managing 
their budgets (Kempson, with Herbert, 1995, Rowlinson, 1993).  Nevertheless, there 
is evidence that the installation of pre-payment meters can lead to at least three ranges 
of problems. 
 
First, the different tariffs for fuel  that develop with such meters also tend to penalise 
the poorest households (using tariffs that are,  on average, 26.6% higher than those 
paying by direct debit nation wide, reaching a peak of 37% higher in Scotland in 1997 
(Slipman, 1997).   This exacerbates the income inelasticities of demand for fuel.  Data 
from the Family Expenditure Survey (1990) shows that fuel represents 10.5 per cent 
of household expenditure for households in the lowest income quintile but only 3.1 
per cent for households in the highest income quintile. 
 
Second,   evidence also suggests that marginal consumers often have to 'self 
disconnect' from pre payment energy services on a regular basis, because of lack of 
money to top up cards -- something which is now unmonitored ad 'privatised' within 
the domestic home (Drakeford, 1995, 1997).  such self disconnection, then there is 
more than one metre, may amount to users juggling,  within their limited finances, the 
way they 'top up' their different pre-payment systems to prioritise access to water at 
certain times and energy at other times (Drakeford, 1997).    
 
Finally, such meters also add increased transactional burdens to paying for fuel, as 
physical  journeys have to be made to buy tokens or charge up smart cards but they 
also charge fuel at an increased rate to recoup debt. Drakeford  (1995; 1997) found 
that people finding that post offices (card recharge points) being closed was a 
common reason for self disconnection. Moreover, access to cash to recharge 
prepayment cards, in areas where few have bank accounts and bank branches have in 
any case often been withdrawn, is another major transactional burden. 
 
Telephone Access and the 'Information Have Nots' 
 
The telephone is a means of keeping in touch with friends and family, of accessing 
goods, information and services at a distance (including banking, retailing and 
utilities), and of keeping in touch with flexible labour markets and public and welfare 
services (Milne,  1995, 1991; Murdock, 1989). The telephone, in short, remains the 
essential passage point allowing  participation in the 'information society', despite the 
massive hype about new services like the Internet  (Graham et al, 1996). 
 
So taken for granted is the telephone, in fact, that universal social and spatial access is 
assumed or implied by nearly all service providers (witness the proliferation of help 
lines, service hot lines, call centres, telephone sales and telebanking etc.). But access 
to the telephone remains far from universal (Graham and Marvin, 1996). At the time 
of privatisation of British Telecom, in 1981, around 78 per cent of UK households 
had telephones.  Whilst this had risen to around 92 per cent by 1996, the remaining 
non-subscribers were largely concentrated in marginalised, urban neighbourhoods 
(Graham et al, 1996)   Whilst overall costs of telephone ownership have gone down 
with competition, the connection and local call costs, the greatest access barriers to 
poorer users, have actually risen. New entrants such as cable firms, moreover, often 
explicitly avoid investing in the most marginalised areas, and accusations of 'telecom 
red lining'  and 'virtual ghettoisation' have arisen in the United States (Petersen, 
1997).  Thus, in the UK, many poorer, urban groups who might most benefit from 
accessing a  phone remain amongst the 2.0 million UK households without access 
(Dyer, 1995).   
 
Most noticeably, in 1995, 25 per cent of lone parent families did not have phones, the 
same percentage as for households where the head was unemployed.  Thirty two per 
cent of households in rented accommodation did not have phones and 21 per cent of 
one adult households were non-subscribers.   There is also a spatial dimension to 
telephone access, noticeably where disadvantaged groups come together in one area.  
For example, in Cruddas Park in Newcastle, an area of high levels of disadvantage by 
all indices, phone connectivity is as low as 30 per cent (Graham and Marvin, 1996)   
In the context of the growing expectation of telephone access in contemporary life, 
such low connection rates have been shown to place severe communications barriers 
between those living within marginalised neighbourhoods and the services trying to 
support them (Milne, 1991) 
 
The Restructuring of Retail Banking 
 
British retail banks are currently  restructuring to improve profitability and are 
investing heavily in tele-banking services, geared towards people with phones, on-
line computers, and high disposable incomes (Leyshon and Thrift, 1995). The smaller 
Building Societies are merging, transforming themselves into bank plcs, and  
rationalising their branch networks. New entrants such as retailers, supermarkets and 
phone sales companies are heightening competition.  At the same time,  the four 
largest clearing banks are withdrawing over 25% of their branches. Roughly one in 
four Britons, it has been estimated, are effectively being excluded from the 
mainstream financial services industry, through not having a bank account (Tickell, 
1997). 
 
Such trends mean that poorer people "have reduced access to the formal financial 
system at precisely the time that it is becoming more important" (Tickell, 1997; 17). 
In an increasingly competitive and internationalised  environment, driven by share 
holder return, the major banks now  concentrate much more on  targeting more 
affluent social groups and geographical areas with the most profitable financial 
services, whilst 'downsizing' their branch networks, using new technologies. All the 
major UK banks now offer tele-banking and one report suggests that 30% of adults 
will be using tele-banking by the end of the decade (cited in Bell, 1998). Some new 
entrants, such as First Direct, work exclusively through the low overheads option of 
telebanking and don't bother developing branch networks at all.  Meanwhile, in 
marginalised areas like the West end of Newcastle, one of the city's least affluent 
areas,  recent research found that 75 per cent of  local branches have closed since 
1979 (Morris  and Lowe, 1995).    
 
Even where local branches remain, it is becoming more difficult for those on low 
incomes, without employers or with poor credit ratings, to open accounts (Leyshon 
and Thrift, 1998).   Thus they are more reliant on the Post Office, which, whilst not 
yet privatised, is also undergoing streamlining and restructuring of its services to 
make it more profitable.  Without a bank account, people are prevented from 
accessing the more mainstream forms of credit, such as an overdraft or bank loan, and 
may need to turn to more costly, informal, forms of credit, from 'loan sharks' or credit 
drapers (Kempson, 1996). Mean while, commissions for cheque cashing amongst the 
specialised services that have grown up in the wake of the withdrawal of mainstream 
banking,  can reach 10% of the value of the cheque. 
 
Those without bank accounts have less access to relatively cheap and safe credit in 
the form of overdrafts and bank loans (Kempson 1994) .  They do not have access to 
budgeting mechanisms such as direct debits and thus miss out on certain discounts, 
and increasingly they have less access to other financial services such as insurance, 
mortgages and pensions.  Gaining salaries from most organisations, which now pay 
exclusively electronically, is extremely problematic. And the rapid growth of  all 
forms of electronic cash -- which is predicated on consumers having bank accounts --  
threatens to further ghettoise those reliant exclusively on physical cash  (Birch, 1997). 
 
But we should not be fooled into thinking that those without bank accounts are those 
without money or employment.  Increasingly, sophisticated credit referencing limits 
those with a past history of poor credit.  Furthermore, the desire to eliminate risk 
means that many with good, well paid but short term insecure contract jobs are 
excluded from mortgages and bank loans. (Kempson, 1996; Ford, 1991). 
  
Food Retailing: The Dominance of Large, Out-of-Town Supermarkets 
 
Our final sector, food retailing, is increasingly dominated by a small group of very 
large supermarket chains. Together, the top  five supermarket chains covered 61% of 
the total UK food retailing market in 1990 (Langston et al, 1998; Wrigley et al, 1996). 
Like retail banking, the UK's food retailing industry has always been a private 
concern but with even less regulation.  
 
Like the banks,  large supermarket chains increasingly target affluent consumers, 
through carefully located out-of-town super stores, and customer loyalty schemes (it 
is no coincidence that new ATM machines are increasingly located at superstores).  In 
many cases, this move to  out-of-town locations accessible chiefly by car  leaves 
more marginalised communities to be serviced by the more costly small shops which 
survive competition from supermarkets, offering  reduced variety  of goods, with the 
effect of limiting the choice and quality of foods available (Lang, 1997).  As Cliff 
Guy (1996; 1575), notes  food retailing has undergone a notable polarisation recently 
with "mainstream retailers operating form purpose built superstores, aiming to serve 
discriminating consumers with a  very wide choice of merchandise in a high quality 
environment" and "other retailers operating from smaller, cheaper premises, basing 
their appeal either on low prices or o locational convenience to the shopper".  
 
For those without bank accounts or cars, food shopping must be done regularly, as 
people have limited physical capacity to carry food and must, in any case, budget 
their food costs against those of other essential services like (pre-payment) energy or 
water. Food costs are up to  20% higher in such places than through bulk purchases at 
out of town stores (Bromley and Thomas, 1993). Paichaud and Webb (1996) who 
found even greater disparity in food prices, with  prices in corner shops up 60 per cent 
higher than superstores.   
 
Others such as Speak et al (1995) and  Bromley and Thomas (1993) have discussed  
the poor availability and increased cost of food in local shops and the financial and 
transactional costs involved in getting to superstores. For those without a car who are 
forced to shop on foot or by bus, the transactional burden of shopping between 
scattered, low quality shops has also been shown to be rising in many marginalised 
areas (Lang, 1997). One study of community needs on a peripheral estate in Leeds, 
for example,  found that one in three respondents felt lack of local food shops to be 
their single  biggest problem (Devins and Hughes, 1995).   
 
Towards a Cross-Cutting Perspective:  
Compound Exclusion and the Logistics of Everyday Life 
 
These sector-specific debates which have developed in recent years are thorough and  
detailed ; this paper can not add to them in relation to the individual service sectors.  
However, with a few exceptions, these debates remain very tightly focused on the 
sector in question and fail to relate to, or even acknowledge, each other.  We stress, 
however, that those who suffer from sectoral exclusion (from food retailing, energy, 
telephony, financial services, or other services), seldom suffer from only one form in 
isolation.  Furthermore, cross-cutting and interweaving practices  of sector-specific 
exclusion are likely to concentrate in specific neighbourhoods or communities. 
Clearly, then, sector-specific and place-oriented debates need to be brought closer 
together to fully draw out the relationships between neighbourhood, sectoral 
exclusion, the logistics of everyday life, and the growing marginalisation of entire 
communities in contemporary urban settings.   
 
In what remains of this paper, we will attempt two things. First, we will look across 
the food retailing, financial services, energy and telephony sectors for compound, 
interacting chains of exclusion. Second, we will begin to explore what it means for 
marginalised places to face systematic exclusion from these essential services. An 
attempt will be made here to highlight the practical implications of sectoral exclusion 
for individuals and households, and the relationship between that exclusion and the 
wider social exclusion of the household and the neighbourhood in which it exists.  
This will be done by drawing on the empirical work which informs this paper, and 
using the voices of those interviewed for that work to illustrate the points. 
 
The study which informed this paper, the Joseph Rowntree project Marginalised 
Neighbourhoods and Business Disinvestment in Essential Private Services, used a 
methodology which did not focus solely on the individual service sectors under 
investigation.  The methodology used was based on the concept of five 'key areas' of 
daily life, relevant to all people irrespective of income.  These were : health, 
household budgeting and management, acquisition of income through earnings or 
benefits, caring for a family (children or other members of the family), personal 
social interaction, and human flourishing.  Interviewees were invited to discuss their 
daily lives in relation to these key areas and the implications for services access and 
links to social exclusion were teased out as the discussions progressed.  
 
Conceptualising 'Access' and 'Exclusion'  
 
A key issue which came to light early in the study was the need to define 'exclusion' 
from a service.  It became clear that there are different degrees of exclusion in 
operation. For example, one of the areas of investigation was exclusion from retail 
banking services.  A number of people in the sample did have bank accounts.  They 
were, therefore, not instantly recognisable as being 'excluded' form retail banking 
through the usual criteria.  However, these interviewee's bank accounts were usually 
either dormant or allowed them access to the very minimum of services as Kempson 
(1994) has noted.  For example, this mother tells of her problems in getting a washing 
machine repaired when she had no access to the flexible credit so many take for 
granted: 
 
I often say if they'd just let me have just a small overdraft to ease things 
now and then I could manage so much better, just like twenty quid over of a 
week sometimes.  I could pay it all back by three or four weeks.  'Stead I 
were having to go on the bus to the launderette... that a fortune... 
 
Another woman explained: 
It (pay) goes into my bank but they'll not let me have no card so every time, 
I have to go down the town and get all my money out and it costs to get 
there and back 
 
Thus, these women were still excluded form normal retail banking services.  
Therefore, to understand the way exclusion operates, we need to understand the 
difference between supply of, access to or use of a service.   
 
Similar ambivalences about the notion of 'access' arise in the case of energy supply.  
With the exception of remote rural locations, there can be very few homes where 
electricity cables do not supply power to the dwelling.   For those with prepayment 
meters, however, access to that supply may be interrupted, when the credit on the key 
or smart card runs out.  Supply does not then imply access.  Even when credit 
remains, research shows that the increased cost of energy via a pre payment meter 
and the financial position of many of those with such meters, means that people are 
forced to limit their energy use to a greater degree than others without pre-payment 
meters, whose supply and access remain constant (Drakeford 1995).  Here, access 
does not imply use:  
 
I turned everything off to make my 'lecy last out...  we just stayed in the 
one room, just for the heat.  Me and the little lad just slept in the living 
room where it were warm...  for weeks. 
 
This distinction between the supply of a service to a household or individual, and the 
access to, and use of, that service can be seen across many sectors.   Figure 1 
expresses this phenomena across three sectors of energy, financial services and 
telephony. 
 
Figure 1. Degrees of service exclusion 
 
The concept of three stages, or degrees, of exclusion in Figure 1 is important for the 
understanding of the changing orientation of private consumer services described 
above. Retail banking, as shown in Figure 1, is one such service. But the same 
analysis could be applied to essential food retailing, which is undergoing major 
reorientation, with resulting concern over what some have called 'food deserts' (Guy 
1996; Lang 1997; Bromley and Thomas,  1993). Comparing the diminishing local 
shops with supermarkets and city centre markets, one woman commented: 
I Can't get nothing decent... not fresh like fruit and even a bit cheese, it's 
like soap form them shops (referring to local shops)... 
 
We could argue, then, that exclusion from a service is not necessarily absolute but 
occurs on a continuum.  In the case of electricity, total self disconnection and an 
inability to charge a smart card may be at one extreme and uninterrupted use is at the 
other, with greatly limited use of energy, to the degree that it affects normal everyday 
quality of life as accepted by a relative definition of poverty (Oppenheim 1993; Roll 
1992) is at the other end.  It is here that we begin to see how sectoral exclusion is 
linked into social exclusion, through the impacts and implications of limited access 
to, and use of services.  These impacts and implications are many and complex, and 
need unpacking, to understand how they interact with the most basic qualities of life.   
 
Social Implications of Sectoral Exclusion: Financial and Transactional Implications 
 
In most cases, exclusion from any service sector has direct financial implications.  
For example, exclusion from uninterrupted energy supply by virtue of a pre-payment 
meter results in increased costs, as fuel is charged at a higher tariff for pre-payment 
customers than it is for customers paying a quarterly bill by direct debit.  The cost of 
a telephone call from a public call box is higher than it is from a domestic phone, 
especially if domestic discounts such as BT's Friends and Family discount scheme 
are taken into account.  Exclusion from new, cost-effective styles of retail and loyalty 
schemes operated by the large out of town superstores, which now control over 60% 
of essential retail trade (Wrigley and Lowe 1996), results in families having to shop 
in notoriously expensive local shops.  In similar ways exclusion from each sector 
brings an additional financial burden to bear on the excluded.  
 
All implications are not financial, however.  Restructuring trends in private consumer 
services based on new technology and changing structures of business imply a 
convergence of time, cost and space.   This can be demonstrated by the fact that so 
many of the normal activities of daily life which once required time, effort, money 
and personal interaction, are now carried out instantaneously, with little or no 
personal action or interaction at all.  The paying of bills, the purchasing of goods and 
the ordering of bank statements once required the withdrawal of money form 
accounts or a visit to an office, shop or at the very least a post office.   In the late 
1990s for many more affluent consumers, such transactions are either done 
automatically as monthly direct debits, or require the minimal effort of a phone call 
from the comfort of ones home or office.   Reduced effort, that is, for those lucky 
enough to have access to the networks which carry out such transaction.   
 
The same can not be said, though, for those without a bank account to facilitate direct 
debits, or with no phone to contact service suppliers from a distance, or with a pre-
payment meter, which must be 'fed' electronically before energy can be drawn from it.  
Those people must continue to expend personal time and effort in order to carry out 
the most basic of every day activities.  These people incur transactional costs to the 
delivery of their services which other do not.  They must, one could say, continue to 
'go to the well', to behave as through energy and water were still point-specific 
services and not  networked one.   
 
These transactional costs themselves often also carry a hidden financial cost.  For 
example, those already paying a higher tariff for their energy supplied through a pre-
payment meter, may also have to pay bus fare to get to the nearest shop or post office 
to recharge their smart cards.  For these people the benefits of time-space and cost-
space convergence have little meaning as they lack the means to engage fully with the 
networks enabling that convergence.  Without the means their lives are, quite simply, 
harder work, requiring greater effort : 
 
Go here, go there, get the shopping in here, get my 'lecy paid there, why 
you cant just do it all in the one place... I don't know 
 
 The Transactional Burdens of Compound Exclusion  
 
It is the transactional burdens required to maintain basic standards of living which is 
the key to another implication of sectoral exclusion -- that of normalised societal 
perceptions of the excluded.  Many areas of contemporary life are encased in a set of 
normalised societal expectations.  That is to say, powerful societal norms become 
constructed around aspects of 'normal' everyday life, such as health, parenting or 
household management.  For example, it is generally expected that the unemployed 
look for work and accept any work which can be found.   It is expected that people 
respond to correspondence from, say, the Inland Revenue of the Benefits Agency 
quickly, rather than burying their heads in the sand and ignoring it.  But meeting 
societal norms is not always easy when the compound transactional burdens of 
multiple service exclusion need to be faced. For instance,  many services are only 
realistically available on the phone, as this man explained: 
 
"it were my fault I suppose...  I did get a letter from them (the Benefits 
Agency) and that but when I phoned, well I put it off at first it's such a 
carry on and then when I did try I used up all my money and they'd not 
ring me back in the box.  I got cut off and I  mean, you're on blood that 
music and that woman's voice 'thank you for holding...' (mimics the 
recording)  And them phones they eat your money up.  I tried a few times 
like but... well I just give it up.  In the end I had to go and see them and 
they were right cocky with me.  A young lass she were MR X why didn't 
you get in touch with us immediately... (mimics).  
 
It is also expected that people manage their home environment and minor ill health, 
so that it does not become a major problem. Generally, in the eyes of wider society, 
poorer people from disadvantaged neighbourhoods are not exempt from these 
expectation by virtue of their poverty and disadvantage.  
 
However, as economic, social and cultural life interweave with new technologies and 
deregulation, the way we carry out these basic tasks alters.  As it does, marginalised 
places and groups are left behind, outside or on the edges of the networks used to 
carry out the tasks.   Take, for example, the simple task of  maintaining health.  This 
begins by conducting a healthy lifestyle, eating well, keeping clean and maintaining a 
clean, dry and preferably warm home.  It assumes that people try to avoid illness in 
the first place and, should that not work, that they control and manage minor illnesses 
quickly, with appropriate behaviour and, if necessary, medicines. 
 
These tasks of living healthy lifestyles and managing health problems as quickly as 
possible, more and more require a range of basic services to which some people do 
not have adequate access.  Healthy living requires good, fresh food.  Arguably, fresh 
food is no more expensive than processed food.  Many areas, however, have no 
supply of fresh food as local green grocers struggle to compete with out of town 
supermarkets.  Studies have highlighted the difficulty people have in getting to 
supermarkets or town centres where good fresh food can be bought at reasonable 
prices (Speak et al 995; Dobson et al 1994; Kempson 1996).  
 
Healthy living also requires a damp-free environment, which itself requires energy for 
heat.  Studies of sectoral exclusion, brought about by concerns over deregulation and 
new technology such as smart card pre-payment meters show clearly that fuel poverty 
is a real problem for many low income families.  Fuel poverty leads to cold, damp 
homes which may result in respiratory illnesses (Drakeford 1995).  We are beginning 
to see then, that for some people, behaving 'appropriately' in order to maintain health 
is more difficult because they do not have the tools to work with.  In the case of 
health, both poor availability of essential retail outlets and limited energy use 
conspire to make a healthy life style more difficult. 
 
Continuing on the theme of health, we can see that not only is a healthy life style 
more difficult, leading to increased chance of ill health but that the management of 
even minor ill health itself becomes more difficult also, because of lack of access to 
essential services and networks.  Without local shops and pharmacists, simple 
medicines can not easily be bought.  With fuel poverty homes can not be kept warm. 
Without a telephone, doctors and other support or help can not easily be contacted, as 
this woman tells:  
 
I'd to get the bairn up and dressed and down to the phone and then it were 
out of use, broken and so I went next door and asked if I could use theirs 
just to call the doctor.  Poor little lad were poorly and I'd to take him out... 
shocking 
 
...you don' t like do you, (calling the doctor out)  and when he (doctor) 
come on the phone he acted as if I were making it up, exaggerating.  Well 
I telt him, I said listen, for me to come out to the phone of a  night well I 
can tell you I'm not putting it on, I'd put it off as long as I dare... 
 
Thus, the 'normalised' sequence of events which most people would conduct to 
manage an illness may not be possible.  Ultimately, ill health is prolonged, bodies 
become weakened, ill health is not contained so easily but spreads to others, thus 
increasing the chance of ill health in the neighbourhood, and a cycle of events begins.   
 Not only can some people not behave on an individual basis in the way most people 
would expect but the results of their behaviour impacts upon the community.  For 
example, as ill health spreads through a neighbourhood, employers may begin to 
associate the residents of that neighbourhood with poor attendance and time keeping, 
ultimately preferring not to employ them.   
 
Conceptualising Cycles of Compound Exclusion and Inclusion  
 
Such cycles of events which reflects access to services and the networks which 
provide them can be applied to many areas of life -- health is only one example.  
Returning to the notion of societal expectation, we could consider the way in which 
such a cycle of sectoral or network exclusion might effect the search for employment.  
It is interesting also to consider the reverse side of the argument.  What happens in 
similar situation to those with adequate access to networks supplying essential 
services?  An attempt to express this diagrammatically is made here in Figure 2.  The 
lower part of the figure shows the different stages of service  exclusion which might 
impinge on a persons ability to find and keep a job.  The upper part shows how the 
situation may be different for someone who does have access to the services and 
networks basic to contemporary British society. 
 
Figure 2. Cycle of exclusion/inclusion 
 
We see in Figure 2 a cycle for unemployment which follows a similar pattern as that 
described earlier for health.  To begin with, employment, like health may be more 
difficult to find or maintain for the socially or sectorally excluded, as the logistics of 
daily life put added pressure on time and personal resources.  Once unemployed, the 
hunt for a job is made more difficult at each stage.  First, the lack of a phone makes 
contacting employers and employment services more difficult and expensive.  Once 
work is found, many still require a phone to respond to the zero-hour contracts, where 
people are required to phone the employer or be contacted by the employer on a daily 
basis to arrange that day's employment.   This is increasingly the form of employment 
available to many low skilled people in consumer service industries like retailing, 
security guards and leisure work. 
 
Lack of a bank account compounds the problems of the 'poverty trap' resulting from 
the transfer from benefits to wages or a combination of wages and in-work benefits.  
One issue which potentially makes the situation more difficult is the lack of flexible 
credit and finance such as a short term overdraft or bank loan.  Without a bank 
account budgeting mechanisms for some debts or regular payments, such as 'fuel 
direct' payments taken form Income Support can not be replaced by the sort of 
budgeting mechanisms which so many of us rely on, such as direct debits.  Many 
people report that even if they are financially better off on a weekly basis in 
employment, the transition to it causes debt from which it is hard to recover.  Indeed, 
even receiving wages often requires a bank account for direct payment form the 
employer (NCC, 1995). 
 
Further down the line, those excluded from financial services may run the risk of 
being excluded from insurance, making leaving their homes empty while they go to 
work a worry .  This is for three reasons.  First, because insurance collectors have 
been replaced by direct monthly payments, again most often through a bank account.  
Second, because some commentators fear that as bank's 'products' increase to include 
such services as insurance, mortgages and pensions, those without bank facilities and 
without good credit will be excluded from such services.  Finally, in many areas 
residents are unable to get household insurance at an affordable premium due to the 
high crime rates and low image of the area (Whyley et al 1998).   
 
Ultimately, employment may be so hard to get or maintain for those living in a 
particular neighbourhood that people give up.  The end result is the reflection on the 
neighbourhood as more and more people are perceived not to behave in the socially 
expected manner.  Ultimately employers don't bother to interview people from the 
neighbourhood, considering them to be unreliable (Wood et al 1995). 
 
Conclusions  
  
Three conclusions arise from this exploratory paper. First, it is clear that discussions 
about 'advanced marginality' in network societies' need to encompass in-depth 
ethnographic research on the social experience of people and places which are 
becoming relationally disconnected in marginalised urban neighbourhoods. Such 
discussions, moreover, need to broaden their current scope of labour markets, techno-
economic change, welfare restructuring, and health, and housing and educational 
restructuring.  
 
In addition to these more familiar foci of urban social research, discussions need to 
address rapid restructuring in a range of private consumer services. which are 
becoming basic foundations to social and economic participation. As we have seen in 
our case study of Benwell, rapid restructuring in energy, telecommunications, 
financial services and food retailing are, in combination, threatening to severely 
undermine the degree to which marginalised urban neighbourhoods can hope to 
achieve any meaningful degree of relational connections to, and social inclusion in, 
wider metropolitan life. Point-specific services like banks and food retailers are being 
rapidly withdrawn from these spaces ; network-based services like telephony and 
energy are, under new pressures of competition and privatisation, developing their 
own highly uneven geographies of roll out, competition, and access. In the case of 
energy, new means of regulating access through pre-payment meters are actually 
turning networks back into point services requiring physical travel, usually for those 
who are least mobile. Much more research is still required to understand the fast-
moving international political economies of private consumer services, and to relate 
new geo-economic patterns and processes of service provision to urban social 
geographies and experiences of marginalisation. 
 
Our second conclusion is that, whilst sector-specific strands of social policy research 
have  now done much to uncover the social impacts of detailed changes in these 
private consume service sectors, they have failed on two counts. They have failed to 
address complex interactions in the social impacts between these sectors. And they 
have, as a result, failed to explore what it means for specific places to face systematic 
and cross-cutting marginalisation from these services together.  
 
In this paper we have begun to conceptualise the compound exclusion effects of 
parallel social and spatial restructuring in a  range of private consumer services. 
Through raising both the financial and transactional costs of daily life, these effects 
were seen, in the case of Benwell, to work in compound, feedback spirals.  
 
Thus, as we have seen, not having a bank account impinges on ability to access food 
retailers ; it forces users to pay higher utility tariffs in cash ; and it often pushes 
people into pre-payment meter usage which adds to the transactional burdens of 
searching for cash (in areas where there are usually no banks and ATMs) in order to 
'top up' cards and so continue energy consumption.  In a similar way there are 
compound spirals of social impacts for those which remain 'unphoned' (Dyer, 1995). 
Even with a bank account, users are forced into the declining branch based service 
system and excluded from the exploding world of telebanking. Dealing with utilities 
and all types of service providers (including health and emergency services) becomes 
a transactional headache when use of   a phone is becoming taken for granted. And 
people are generally unable to 'extend' their influence spatially -- a profoundly 
disabling phenomenon in a 'network society' where relational extension, particularly 
by telephone,  becomes the central  means of social and economic participation.  
 
Finally, this paper has clear implications for policy debates surrounding urban social 
marginalisation. Once again, private consumer services have again been neglected in 
such debates, outside of specialist policy discussions in the social policy literatures. 
Utilities, in particular, have often been assumed to be somehow egalitarian, equally 
accessible services offered at standard tariffs that can, since the Keynesian welfare 
state turned them into quasi public goods, be ignored in debates about social 
exclusion.  
 
Clearly, though,  broadly similar restructuring trends in a raft of private consumer 
services raise many problematic questions for policy initiatives aimed at securing the 
social and economic participation of marginalised groups and places. For, in their 
focus on labour markets, housing, environmental improvements, economic 
development, skills and place imagery, such policies may be ignoring basic, essential 
services such as energy, food, communication and personal finance, access to which 
may be unravelling in the spaces of concern. With access to such services becoming 
increasingly problematic in marginalised neighbourhoods, all the above aspects of 
urban policy may simple be in vain as people struggling to cope in their daily lives 
with the transactional burdens and logistics of accessing essential services will 
substantially inhibited from being able to take advantage of new labour market or 
housing opportunities. 
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